THE AMERICAN NOVEL

(1880), a book of larger pretensions and broader scope than
any of Roe's or Holland's modest narratives, the only Ameri-
can novel, indeed, whieh can be compared with Uncle Tom's
Cabin as a folk possession, and one so popular that as late
as 1913 an edition of a million copies was called for and dis-
tributed. Its author, General Lew Wallace (18271905), an
Indiana lawyer, a soldier in both the Mexican and the Civil
Wars, had already published The Fair Cod (1871;}, an elab-
orate romance of the conquest of Mexico whieh recalled
the earlier concerns of Irving and Presentt and Robert Mont-
gomery Bird, A chance conversation with the notorious popu-
lar skeptic Robert G. Ingersoll led Wallace to researches into
the character and doctrines of Jesus which not only convinced
him of the essential truth of Christianity but bore fruit in a
tale, grandiose and ornate, whieh thousands have read who
have read no other novel except perhaps Uncle Tom's Cabin
and have hardly thought of either as a novel at: all, and
through which still more thousands know the geography,
ethnology, and customs of first-century Jmka and Antioch
as through no other source* Without doubt the outstanding
element in the story is the sufficiently un*Christian revenge
of Bcn-Hur upon his false friend, Mcssaia, a revenge which
which takes the Prince of Jerusalem through the galleys and
the palaestra and whieh leaves Mcssala, after the thrilling
(and to the popular taste, the classic) episode of the chariot
race, crippled and stripped of his fortune. And yet, follow-
ing even such pagan deeds, Ben-Hur's discovery that he can-
not serve the Messiah with the sword does not seem quite
an anticlimax, though the conclusion, dealing with the Pas-
sion, like the introductory chapters on the meeting of the
Magi, falls below the level of the revenge theme in energy
and simplicity. Compared with other romances of the sort,
however, with William Ware's or Ingraham's, for instance,
Ben-Hur easily passes them all, by a vitality which probably
has a touch of genius*
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